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1.0 PURPOSE  
   

1.1 The purpose of this report is to highlight to Committee the recently issued Best Value inspection 
report for Northamptonshire County Council and to highlight relevant matters. 

 

   
   

2.0 SUMMARY  
   

2.1 The Council has a regular practice of reporting the main messages from Best Value reports in 
Scottish Local Authorities to the Policy & Resources Committee.  This allows the  Committee to 
consider whether there are opportunities for the Council to amend its approaches, thus 
demonstrating continuous improvement and self awareness. 

 

   
2.2 Given the challenging financial situation faced by Scottish Local Authorities in recent years, the 

Chief Financial Officer has on a regular basis highlighted the need for the Council to set a 
balanced budget and give careful consideration to the use of one off sums such as Reserves when 
seeking to meet recurring revenue commitments.  Members have on occasion quite rightly 
challenged whether, given the level of the Council reserves, the Council could use one off funding 
for a period of time in order to reduce the immediate impact of potential funding reductions. 

 

   
2.3 Members will probably be aware of recent media coverage regarding Northamptonshire County 

Council and specifically the recommendation to break up the Council following an extremely critical 
Best Value inspection.  The Corporate Management Team reviewed the Best Value inspection 
report for Northamptonshire County Council which is attached at Appendix 1. 

 

   
2.4 As Members commence what is likely to be another challenging budget process, Officers would 

wish to highlight a real life example of what can happen to a Council if it does not have strong  
governance in place when setting budgets, developing and delivering savings, does not allow 
adequate scrutiny by Councillors and does not operate medium term financial planning. 

 

   
2.5 Whilst it is accepted that the situation in Northamptonshire is without precedent in Local 

Government it is important that Members recognise the potential outcomes in the event that the 
current rigour is not continued. 

 

   
   

3.0 RECOMMENDATIONS  
   

3.1 It is recommended that the Committee notes the contents of the Northamptonshire Best Value 
Inspection report 

 

   
   

 
 
  Alan Puckrin 
  Chief Financial Officer 



 
4.0 BACKGROUND 

 
 

4.1 The Council has a regular practice of reporting the main messages from Best Value reports in 
Scottish Local Authorities to the Policy & Resources Committee.  This allows the  Committee to 
consider whether there are opportunities for the Council to amend its approaches, thus 
demonstrating continuous improvement and self-awareness. 

 

   
4.2 Northamptonshire County Council received an extremely critical Best Value Inspection earlier in 

2018 in relation to all aspects of its Budget preparation, delivery and management. The net result, 
as widely reported in the media at the time, was the recommendation to break up the County 
Council into 2 Unitary Councils. 

 

   
4.3 As Members commence what is likely to be another challenging budget process, Officers would 

wish to highlight a real life example of what can happen to a Council if it does not have strong  
governance in place when setting budgets, developing and delivering savings, does not allow 
adequate scrutiny by Councillors and does not operate medium term financial planning. 

 

   
   

5.0 MAIN CONCERNS AND INVERCLYDE COUNCIL’S POSITION  
   

5.1 Use of Reserves to meet funding gaps - Over a 3 year period earmarked reserves reduced 
from £57.7m to £8.8m including reducing its “Minimum Reserves“level by £22million. Table 2 
illustrates the extent of this on Page 10 of the report.  
 
This Council has a policy of Minimum Reserves being 2 % of turnover and has only exceptionally 
used relatively small amounts of reserves to meet recurring costs and always in the context of a 
plan to balance the budget without the use of reserves. 

 

   
5.2 Non-Delivery of / Shortfall in savings – Table 3 in the report shows the shortfall in savings 

delivered. The level of savings grew as there appeared to be little rigour at officer and member 
level to ensure savings were delivered or alternative savings approved where a saving could not 
be achieved.  
 
In Inverclyde, the CMT and Change Boards review delivery of savings every cycle and any 
shortfalls are flagged up via the Committee monitoring reports. The Council has a strong record 
of delivering savings but as savings become more contentious this is an area which will continue 
to require focus. 

 

   
5.3 Identification of “unavoidable” service pressures - At Northamptonshire the practice was not 

to rigorously challenge whether pressures were unavoidable as opposed to non management of 
savings/demand. Pages 23 & 24 of the report gives more detail. 
 
Within Inverclyde there is a rigorous process at CMT level and thereafter at Member level via the 
MBWG prior to proposing any unavoidable budget pressures. This does not preclude the 
identification of recurring spend on Policy Priorities but the 2 areas must be kept apart.  

 

   
5.4 Lack of clarity on transformation savings/ mis-use of receipts - The Council appeared to set 

a transformation target , include this in a bid to allow them to use capital receipts to meet the 
costs associated with the delivery of the savings , then simply used most of these receipts to plug 
the savings gap. The amount involved was £42million. 
 
As has been previously reported to Members, Inverclyde operates a “ground up” approach to 
transformation savings and this is reported through the Delivering Differently agenda. This avoids 
the situation (which is not unique to Northamptonshire) where high level unsubstantiated savings 
targets are attributed to transformation but not delivered.  
The Council has strong governance in the application, use and claiming of grant and therefore it 
is difficult to see how the situation outlined re the mis-use of receipts could arise here.  

 

  
 
 

 



5.5 Structure - Northamptonshire had a complex delivery model whereby many services (including 
aspects of Finance) were delivered by an arm’s length body (LGSS) with the Section 151 officer 
(Sec 95 in Scotland) having no staff supporting him directly. This made oversight difficult and 
clearly led to delays in budgetary matters being highlighted/managed.  
 
Inverclyde Council centralised all Finance employees in 2010 and operates a hub & spoke model 
whereby each Directorate is supported by a Finance Manager who works directly to the CFO. 
 

 

   
5.6 Member Oversight - There is a clear message coming through the report that most members did 

not feel they were getting the information they needed to fulfil their Governance/Scrutiny duties. 
The lack of challenge appeared to encourage a culture of non-compliance with basic rules of 
financial management and a lack of recognition of the seriousness of the situation by senior 
officers and senior members.  
 
Inverclyde Council has well established scrutiny arrangements in place and from a budget 
perspective, this is bolstered by the MBWG. Members have access to senior officers and 
channels to allow concerns/questions to be raised. The Council has an open and self-aware 
approach on reporting inspection outcomes and this is recognised as a strength by the Council’s 
auditors.  

 

   
   

6.0 IMPLICATIONS  
   

6.1 Finance  
   
 None  
  

Financial Implications:  
 
One off Costs 
 

Cost Centre Budget 
Heading 

Budget  
Years 

Proposed 
Spend this 
Report £000 

Virement 
From 

Other Comments 

N/A 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Annually Recurring Costs/ (Savings) 
 

Cost Centre Budget 
Heading 

With 
Effect 
from 

Annual Net 
Impact £000 

Virement 
From (If 
Applicable) 

Other Comments 

N/A 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

   
6.2 Legal  

   
 There are no direct legal implications arising from the report.  
   

6.3 Human Resources  
   
 There are no HR implications arising from this report. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
6.4 Equalities  

   
 Has an Equality Impact Assessment been carried out? 

 
 Yes  See attached appendix 

  
This report does not introduce a new policy, function or strategy or recommend 
a change to an existing policy, function or strategy.  Therefore, no Equality 
Impact Assessment is required. 

X No 
 

 

   
6.5 Repopulation  

   
 There are no repopulation issues arising from this report.  
   
   

7.0 LIST OF BACKGROUND PAPERS  
   

7.1 None  
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